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      His lungs were going to explode. He was sure of it.

      He huffed and huffed and ran faster than he ever thought he could run, pushing his shifter speed beyond limits he had never before dared.

      He had to save her.

      It was the only thing that mattered. So his cramping thigh muscles and his exploding lungs would just have to adjust.

      He raised his arms out in front of him as he ran, trying in vain to protect his face from the lower lying tree branches. But the night was dark, and this part of the forest was thick, and unfamiliar, and Raven felt every thwack and conk as they happened.

      He made a sharp turn, veering right. Never slowing down.

      One quick glance over his shoulder told him they needed to run faster.

      He reached out to his left and grabbed her hand.

      “Jump!”

      It was all the warning he gave her.

      Adrenaline propelled them forward.

      They leapt as one, into the unknown, their hearts pounding out wicked rhythms that echoed in their ears.

      The initial impact stunned him.

      They passed through the pile of dead leaves and brush with a loud swoosh and raced down the huge hollowed out log like they were on some giant amusement park slide, tumbling over one another again and again on their rapid descent, a tangle of arms and legs and uncertainty and fear.

      They hit the ground below with a hard thud and Raven looked up into the face of an angel.

      His angel.

      “Raven, I’m scared!”

      He could hear the unshed tears in her voice, and the fear clearly registered all over her beautiful face.

      Panting and trying desperately to catch his breath, he pushed himself up and maneuvered into a crouch. Then he gently took that beautiful face in both of his hands and stared into her dark golden eyes.

      “It’s okay, Little Bird. We’re safe here.”

      He sounded much more certain than he felt, and he looked up at the hollow tree trunk they had just traveled through.

      He wasn’t certain where they were now or how to get back out of this pit. For all he knew, this pit had no exit and would prove to be the death of them. But he would worry about that later.

      The important thing was that they were safe for now.

      “It can’t follow us down here. It’s way too large for that.” His gaze sought hers again. “We’ll be safe here for the night.”

      He glanced around their temporary shelter and tried to push away the despair.

      There were no logs that he could see.

      Nothing to start a fire with to keep warm.

      They would have to rely on body heat.

      He repositioned himself and sat on the cold, hard ground, leaning his back up against the smooth inner wall of the pit.

      “Come here.”

      He reached for her and pulled her into his arms, holding her close, running a hand back and forth over her bare arm.

      “We’re safe for now. You should try and get some sleep while I keep watch.”

      “You’re tired too. You should sleep as well.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      She settled into his protective embrace, leaning her head on his chest, and closed her eyes.

      Raven kissed the top of her head and tightened his arms around her.

      He had to save her, and he would. It was a promise he had made, not only to her, but to himself.

      A promise he intended to keep.

      Somehow.

      For now though, she was right. He needed to sleep too.

      He took a deep breath and closed his own eyes, allowing sleep to drift in almost immediately.

      His eyes popped open with a jolt.

      The sudden shift from night to day threw him off balance and he wobbled. He moved his hand to steady himself against the ground of the pit.

      Only the ground wasn’t there.

      He looked down with a jerk.

      “Ah!”

      The ground was a good sixty feet below him, and the shock of it sent him falling through the branches of the tall oak tree he was precariously perched in.

      Fear gripped his gut.

      His limbs flailed like a windmill as he fell.

      The ground rushed up to meet him.

      Raven took a big gulp of air and forced his body to shift into bird form.

      Just a few feet from smacking the ground at high speed, he pumped his wings and lifted off, sailing back into the air, haphazardly twisting and twirling with zero sense of direction as he rose higher with each flap.

      Completely disoriented and confused, he managed to get his bearings long enough to sight the open window to his own bedroom at Twisted Manor.

      He soared straight for the window trying to figure out when exactly he had shifted into human form up in that tree.

      Through the window with his bed in sight, he shifted back into human form and landed face first with a clumsy splat, collapsing onto the mattress.

      He slowly flipped over onto his back. A sheen of sweat covered his entire body.

      He stared up at the ceiling and panted, slightly nauseous, head still spinning.

      “What the hell is going on?”

      His voice came out on stilted gasps for air.

      Something was wrong.

      Like truly, seriously wrong.

      This wasn’t normal.

      Never in his life had he shifted in his sleep. Not even during a nightmare. Not even when he was little, and certainly not while perched in a tree.

      His dreams lately had been so vivid and real, but that wouldn’t cause something like this to happen, would it?

      He tried to take a deep breath to calm his racing heart, but so far it was refusing to slow down, and Raven placed his hand on his chest.

      Was it possible for the heart muscle to actually ache from overexertion?

      “Who is that girl?” he whispered out loud, giving voice to the loudest question running through his mind.

      Who was she and why was she always in danger?

      Why did the dreams always feel real?

      Like the harrowing danger was actually happening?

      Still holding a hand over his heart, he chose a spot on the ceiling and concentrated on it, but it was really her face he was seeing.

      “Just breathe, Raven.”

      In through the nose.

      And out through the mouth.

      Inhale.

      And exhale.

      In.

      And out.

      He focused on the breath as it moved through his lungs, just like he had learned to do in meditation — in through his nose and out through his mouth — and finally his heart began to slow.

      He lay there for a few moments longer before he slowly got up and crossed the room to the adjoining bathroom. He stared at his reflection in the mirror, hating the gaunt image that stared back at him.

      “You look like one of the ghosts from the ballroom,” he mumbled.

      He turned on the faucet at the sink and splashed his face a few times with cool water before reaching for the hand towel. Then he wandered back into his bedroom.

      Almost absentmindedly, he picked up a nearby Native American flute from the display case on the wall and then sat down on the wide stone sill of the open window.

      Gazing out over the carefully abandoned-looking grounds of the castle, he brought the hand-carved wooden instrument to his lips and thought of the young woman in his dreams as he began to play.

      It wasn’t the first time.

      But the tune was always the same whenever he played it. Slow and melodic, full of mystery and wonder and longing.

      Just like the depth of her eyes in his dreams.

      The music calmed him.

      Or was it thoughts of her?

      He played for nearly half an hour, thoughts of the mystery girl running through his mind in much the same manner that she ran through his dreams each night.

      Who was she?

      Was she even real or had he conjured her up all on his own?

      Some remnant of a TV show or a movie he and Fly had watched?

      Maybe he had gotten a fleeting glance of one of the castle’s many ghostly inhabitants and then allowed his subconscious to place her face in his dreams?

      He didn’t know, but the mystery of it stayed with him.

      He went about his morning in a fog, going through the motions of his daily routine without actually being present for them.

      He was on autopilot — doing all the things, but not thinking about them at all. Instead, his mind was firmly fixed on his plight, trying to unravel the conundrum of his dream girl and why she was always in such peril.

      In the kitchen at breakfast, he picked at his food. If he took even the first bite of anything, he didn’t realize it.

      Didn’t taste it.

      He focused instead on trying to remember all the details about the dreams and wondering all the more why he couldn’t remember.

      It didn’t make any sense.

      The details was there, like fireflies just out of his reach, and no matter how many times he tried to catch one, it still eluded him, slipping through his fingers as easily as air.

      The dreams were always different, but they all seemed to share the same few essential elements — the girl, the forest, and the danger.

      Every.

      Single.

      Time.

      Of that much, at least, he was certain.

      Sort of.

      And parts of them played over and over in his mind as if in technicolor. But the bulk of the dreams, the meat of them. The details that would fully explain things… those he could never quite grab onto.

      Sometime later — he wasn’t sure how much longer — he found himself sitting in the rehearsal room.

      It was part of their home recording studio, House of Horrors, where they recorded most of Twisted’s songs. The building sat several yards away from the castle itself, but it had been built in the same gothic style.

      The front half of the building housed the actual recording studio with the live room, a vocal booth, and the control room with the mixing board. But Morpheus had made sure that the back half was the perfect rehearsal space, with its size and acoustics, so they often gathered here to work on new songs before going to the studio to record them.

      It was also where they rehearsed for tours and other live performances.

      Presently, Raven and each of his brothers sat in the four vampire-chic, black leather, gothic-style chairs situated around a small, round, black and white marble coffee table in the far corner of the room.

      Raven tried to pay attention to the conversation about the success of the acoustic show the band had performed over a month ago at the local music festival.

      “Apparently some of the clips of that show that the fans recorded and shared on social media have gone viral. I guess they caught the attention of the producers of Acoustic Sessions.”

      Morpheus’ deep voice carried around the room in a low even rumble, and he glanced at each of them in turn, his sharp wolf shifter eyes taking in everything.

      “You mean that cable show where bands do an unplugged set, and then they interview the band members?” Dash’s brow crinkled, making him look even more ferocious than usual.

      Morpheus nodded. “That’s the one. Harley called this morning saying the producers of that show want to book Twisted for their season finale in a couple of months,” he said, referring to the band’s manager.

      “To my knowledge, and his, they’ve never had a shifter band on that show before. It would be a first for us and them. I told Harley we would discuss it, but I think we should do it. What are your thoughts?”

      He looked around their little circle, his gaze landing first on Dash who sat directly across from him.

      The lion shifter shrugged a shoulder and leaned back against the chair, propping a foot up on the table.

      “I’ve enjoyed watching that show a time or two. I say what the hell.”

      Morpheus nodded and looked to his left at Fly.

      The lone human in the band, Fly often brought a fresh perspective to every group decision they made. This time however, his response didn’t surprise Morpheus one bit.

      “Heck yeah!” Fly grinned at them and ran a hand through his typically unruly blond curls. “I love that show. And I thought our acoustic set at the music festival turned out awesome.”

      Morpheus’ lips kicked up at the corner in a lopsided answering grin. “I’ve got to admit, it did turn out way better than I expected. And the crowd’s reception was a very welcome surprise. I’m glad Rave suggested it and we didn’t have to cancel our appearance when you broke a few bones in your hand.”

      He turned his gaze to Raven and his grin turned into a scowl.

      Raven sat opposite Fly, staring at an invisible spot on the coffee table in front of him.

      Eyes unblinking, his face expressionless, like one of those old sepia-toned photographs of stoic-faced Native Americans you sometimes see in books.

      He was still as a statue.

      “Rave?”

      Morpheus cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowing as he studied his bandmate.

      Then he bellowed, “Raven!”

      Raven jumped and snapped out of his sleep-deprived trance. He looked at Morpheus with a puzzled gaze.

      “Yes?”

      Morpheus arched an eyebrow. “Acoustic Sessions. Your thoughts?”

      Raven took a breath and tried to clear his head of the fog. “It’s an interesting show. Music lovers seem to enjoy the unplugged format, and the interviews are always compelling.”

      Morpheus stared at him. “And?”

      Raven searched for something more to say. “And… the host is a snappy dresser?”

      Fly and Dash couldn’t contain their snickers and outright laughter, and Raven glared at both of them.

      “Fashion commentary really isn’t what I was looking for, Rave,” Morpheus said.

      “I’m sorry, Morph. Obviously I missed the real question.”

      “Obviously,” Morpheus shot back. But his tone was more concerned than truly annoyed. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” Raven sighed and looked down at the table again.

      “You don’t seem fine.” Dash’s tone was accusatory and he stared Raven down.

      “Well, excuse me for being out of sorts. I apologize. So sorry to have inconvenienced you.” Raven shot Dash a look that could kill.

      He would never dream of mouthing off to Morpheus, for all the obvious reasons. But he didn’t typically mouth off at Dash or Fly either.

      Mostly this was because he simply wasn’t the confrontational type. He was usually the peace-maker of this foursome.

      The lover.

      But right now, his irritability was proving impossible to hide or reign in.

      He took a breath, turning his stoic expression back to the imaginary spot on the table and said nothing more, and the others passed a curious glance among them.

      “We have been asked to do an episode of Acoustic Sessions, Raven. They’ve never had a shifter band on before. I wanted everyone’s thoughts on the matter.” Morpheus studied Raven closely.

      Typically very fastidious about his appearance, right now the bird was anything but.

      His normally warm reddish-brown skin looked sallow and his bloodshot eyes sported dark circles beneath them. His long black hair was uncombed and tied back in a messy knot, and his clothes were disheveled.

      Morpheus looked him over and frowned.

      “I think that would be quite an honor,” Raven answered.

      “It’s unanimous then. I’ll tell Harley we’re in.” Morpheus nodded, still staring at his friend. “Anybody got any other business or concerns they want to talk about?”

      He glanced around at each of them before his gaze returned to Raven. Something was clearly going on with him and Morpheus didn’t know whether to be merely annoyed or truly concerned.

      “My hand finally got a clean bill of health from the doctor this morning,” Fly offered up, smiling at the rest of them. He raised his left hand and freely wiggled all of his fingers and rotated his wrist.

      Morpheus smirked at him.

      It was a relief knowing that Fly’s hand was now fully healed after the bonehead mistake he had made two months ago, fighting shifters. The activity had fractured three bones in the drummer’s left hand.

      But he had been defending his lady love at the time, and Morpheus couldn’t really fault him for that.

      “Good. Maybe now we can finally get back into the studio and finish recording the new record. That’s excellent news, Fly.”

      Dash shot him an evil grin. “Yeah, that little she wolf of yours only cost us a few thousand dollars in lost studio time. No big deal. Now she’s living here, strutting around the castle like she owns the place…”

      Fly frowned, clearly offended. “Hey. If you’ve got a problem with Fiona moving in, just say so!”

      Dash laughed out loud and it sounded like rumbling thunder.

      “Calm down, Romeo! I’m just yanking your chain. You know none of us has a problem with Fiona moving in. That is what people do when they get married, isn’t it?”

      Fly settled back and a big smile spread over his face. “Well, we’re not married yet.”

      “But you are engaged,” Raven spoke up, “and we are all over the moon with happiness about it. Now can we get back to the meeting and get this over with, please?”

      Raven hadn’t meant for his comment to come out so snarky and mean, but he could see by the hurt look on Fly’s face that it had.

      He felt like shit, but before he could apologize Dash turned on him.

      “What the hell is your problem, Raven?” His tone was like a barely contained roar, and the lion shifter looked pissed. “You have been biting everybody’s heads off for days now. That is, when you bother to even acknowledge our presence!”

      Raven closed his eyes for a second and ran a hand over his forehead. Then he took a deep breath. He was exhausted, and his head was swimming.

      “You’re right.” His voice was quiet and he looked at Dash and nodded. “You’re right and I’m sorry. I’m just tired. I didn’t sleep well. That’s why I want to get this done and go back to bed.”

      Morpheus ran a finger over his lips and studied Raven for a moment. Then he pointed his finger at him.

      “You know, you’ve been saying that exact same thing for about two weeks now if I’m not mistaken. That you haven’t been sleeping well. Are you coming down with something?”

      Raven knew he meant well, but this wasn’t helping. He shook his head. “No, I’m not.”

      “Well you might want to see a doctor if it keeps up.”

      “I’ll be fine if I can just get some rest.” He sighed and looked Morpheus in the eyes. “Look, I’m sorry, Morph, but can you guys just fill me in on anything important later?”

      Morpheus stared at him for a long moment, and then gestured toward the door with a nod of his head. “Yeah, go get some sleep.”

      Raven stood and left the room, feeling all eyes on him as he walked out.

      When he was gone, there was total silence for a few seconds.

      “What the heck is going on with him?” Fly said, breaking the spell.

      “I don’t know.” Morpheus shook his head, still staring at the door.

      “Well, I do. He’s jealous.”

      Morpheus and Fly both looked at Dash with puzzled expressions.

      “He’s so green with envy that he can’t see straight,” Dash insisted. “The jealousy is eating him alive!”

      “Jealous of what?” Fly asked.

      “Of you, Einstein! Hell, of all three of us. I mean, think about it. The guy goes out of his way to make sure that the rest of us each end up with the girl of our dreams. Now we each have, and Rave is suddenly the odd man out. Only he’s so bent out of shape about it he can’t stand it.”

      Dash looked proud of his assessment of the situation, but Morpheus’ gaze was a skeptical one.

      Fly drummed his fingers against the arm of his chair. “Huh. Well, I never thought of it that way, but I suppose it kinda makes sense.”

      Morpheus shook his head.

      “I don’t think that’s it. I mean, yes, Raven did go out of his way to play cupid for each one of us. He took out the bridge that stranded Aleigha here so that she and I could get to know one another. He gently incapacitated Gigi in order to bring her back here to the castle, then locked the two of you in one of the turret rooms so that you could finally talk things out,” he said gesturing to Dash.

      Dash smiled at the memory.

      “And then the night Fly met Fiona. The way he flew after her when she ran off so that Fly would know where to find her later.” Morpheus nodded as he thought about it all.

      “Raven has done everything he could to steer each of our romances in the right direction,” Morpheus continued. “And he did it because, deep down, he is nothing but a big ol’ goofy romantic at heart. He always has been, and we have always known that. But I don’t believe that he’s now racked with jealousy over seeing the three of us happy. In fact, I honestly don’t think anyone is happier for each of us than Raven is.”

      Dash shrugged a shoulder in silent concession.

      “Well, then what do you think is going on with him, Morph?” Fly asked, sounding truly concerned.

      “I don’t know. But my gut is telling me that something is very wrong.” He glanced back toward the door. “I think something is seriously wrong with Raven’s health, only he doesn’t want to tell us.”
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      Back inside the castle, Raven trudged up the stairs to the third floor and went straight to his bedroom. He was certain that the others were probably talking all about his outburst right now. Discussing his every word and his odd behavior, but he didn’t care.

      He couldn’t care.

      He was much too exhausted to care, and all he wanted was to get some rest.

      Still trying to remember the details of his dream from the morning, he got out of his clothes, stripping down to his underwear, and climbed into the bed.

      It was odd.

      Ordinarily, he preferred to sleep in bird form, roosting on one of the perches scattered throughout the castle or outside in a tree. But after what had happened that morning — shifting to human form in his sleep and falling nearly sixty feet — he didn’t want to chance it as tired as he was.

      He pulled the covers over him and curled his body into a fetal position. Then he closed his eyes and fell asleep almost as soon as his head sunk into the pillow.

      Lightly jolted, his eyes popped open and he stared up at the sky.

      Bright blue and vast, with tufts of clouds like cotton candy. He took it in as though he were looking at a painting.

      It was beautiful.

      A glorious afternoon.

      But it wasn’t right.

      Moving slightly, he realized he wasn’t in his bed anymore. Sky above him, grass beneath him.

      He sat up slowly and looked around.

      He was in a large field, lush and green with grass and wildflowers, and all around him just several yards away there was a forest of tall trees and evergreens.

      The landscape was at once foreign and yet somehow very familiar.

      He had been here before.

      He was sure of it.

      A soft breeze gently blew past him, carrying with it the faint smell of something fresh and sweet.

      Enticing.

      “Raven.”

      His name was whispered on the wind, as if something — or someone — was calling to him.

      He knew in his head that he should be freaked out by that, but something about the voice was again familiar, and he wanted to follow it.

      Slowly, he stood and brushed off the back of his pants, noticing for the first time that he was fully dressed in his favorite pair of worn comfortable blue jeans and his tan suede moccasins. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, but instead sported a denim sleeveless vest. It was unbuttoned, revealing his bare chest and the ever-present medicine pouch he always wore around his neck.

      “Raven.”

      The sweet-smelling wind called to him again, and he took off walking in the direction of the breeze toward a row of dense trees a few yards away.

      He stepped into the forest and looked around, never slowing down as he made his way forward, propelled by the lovely scent.

      The closer he got, the sweeter it grew.

      Every branch of every tree seemed
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